Relationship of a common polymorphism of the glucocorticoid receptor gene to traumatic memories and posttraumatic stress disorder in patients after intensive care therapy.
Glucocorticoids play a major role in the consolidation and retrieval of traumatic information. They act through the glucocorticoid receptor, for which, in humans, several polymorphisms have been described. In particular, the BclI single-nucleotide polymorphism is associated with hypersensitivity to glucocorticoids and with susceptibility to development of major depression. Furthermore, in patients with posttraumatic stress disorder carrying the BclI GG genotype, cortisol levels were lower and showed an inverse relationship to posttraumatic stress disorder symptom intensity. Here, we studied the association of the BclI polymorphism with plasma cortisol levels, traumatic memories, posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms, and health-related quality of life outcomes in 126 patients undergoing cardiac surgery and intensive care unit therapy. Prospective observational study. Cardiovascular intensive care unit in a university hospital. A total of 126 patients undergoing cardiac surgery and intensive care unit treatment. No interventions were performed. Validated questionnaires were used to quantify end points. Measurements were taken 1 day before and 1 wk and 6 months after cardiac surgery. Homozygous carriers of the BclI G allele (n = 21) had significantly lower preoperative plasma cortisol levels and more long-term traumatic memories from intensive care unit therapy at 6 months after cardiac surgery than heterozygous carriers or noncarriers (1.9 ± 1.4 vs. 1.0 ± 1.2, p = .01). Anxiety was significantly more common as a long-term traumatic memory in homozygous BclI G allele carriers than in heterozygous carriers or noncarriers (57% vs. 35%, p = .03). Posttraumatic stress disorder symptom scores were significantly higher at discharge from the intensive care unit in homozygous BclI G allele carriers than in heterozygous carriers or noncarriers. Only heterozygous carriers or BclI G allele noncarriers had a significant gain in health-related quality of life physical function at 6 months after cardiac surgery (p < .01). Baseline values were not statistically different between carriers of the different BclI alleles. Homozygous BclI G allele carriers are at risk for traumatic memories, posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms, and lower health-related quality of life after cardiac surgery and intensive care unit therapy. The BclI single-nucleotide polymorphism may help to identify individuals at need for tailored medical care.